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Abstract 
This paper describes the links between the locations of parcel service companies and the locations of their clients in 
the Paris Region. Several factors influence the location strategies of parcel service companies: the proximity to clients 
is one of these factors. After identifying the major clients of parcel transport services, I conducted a comparative 
analysis of their location with that of the parcel service terminals in Ile-de-France. This study shows that parcel 
service terminals tend to locate in close proximity to the main industrial parks and business clusters in which their 
main customers (shippers) are located. 
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1. Introduction 
Parcel service is one of the main economic activities of the freight transport sector. It represents 15% 
of total freight transport revenue. Manufactured products and parcel transport services represent 31% of 
the Paris region’s commercial traffic with metropolitan France [1]. It is a business that generates a large 
amount of truck and light vehicle traffic: thus it must be sited close to its market area for achieving 
efficient transport 
The Paris Region (called the Ile-de-France) is the political and administrative region that encompasses 
Paris and its suburbs. It is one of twenty-two French regions, and is one of the largest and most developed 
metropolitan areas in Europe. 
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The Master Plan for the Ile-de-France (Schema Directeur Région Ile-de-France, SDRIF) adopted by 
the Regional Council in 2008 does not include any recommendation about the location of logistics 
facilities that are exclusively road-dependent. However, the earlier Master Plan (1994) considered the land 
encompassed by highway A86, an outer beltway which goes almost all the way around the outer edge of 
the Paris region, as a specialized parcel service transport zone. (Inner Paris is also encircled by an inner 
beltway called the “périphérique.” The A86 makes a wide loop around this inner beltway, at a distance 
which varies between two and seven kilometers).  
For the last 30 years, there has been a gradual relocation of jobs and logistics activities in Ile-de-
France, farther from Paris’s inner core.  The traditionally strong business sectors in the urban part of Paris 
have seen their employee workforce reduced by at least 40% [2]. Logistics facilities have also been built 
farther out; more than 30 kilometers from Paris’s center [3]. 
This phenomenon of “logistics sprawl” has also affected the parcel service business. Between 1974 and 
2008, the parcel service terminals moved about 10 km further from the city center on average [4]. This 
sprawl of parcel service terminals is greater than the sprawl of jobs in the Ile-de-France Region. Over the 
same period, the jobs in the Ile-de-France Region have moved an average of about 2.2 km. farther from 
the city center [5].  
For this paper we have studied the location decisions of parcel service companies in Ile-de-France. The 
proximity of clients is one of the factors which affect the location of a parcel terminal. We have conducted 
a historical analysis of the locations of parcel service terminals compared with the locations of their 
clients. Our objective is to understand the importance of this factor in the location strategies of the parcel 
service companies.  
To begin with, we have identified parcel service companies’ principal clients. The parcel companies’ 
clientele is made up of two types: the shipper clients and the clients who receive what was sent, or the 
consignees. A categorization of these two types of clients was achieved. 
Then, the historical evolution of the locations of shipper clients was studied. This study permitted us to 
justify the tendency towards the convergence of the parcel service companies’ locations in the vicinity of 
their shipper clients. 
Finally, we chose to study the consignees who are located uniquely in inner Paris. This analysis 
demonstrates the importance of the capital of the Ile-de-France Region in terms of employees working in 
sectors that are generally heavier consumers of parcel service shipments.  
1.1. Context and issues 
The sprawling of business locations is a phenomenon which particularly impacts transport and 
logistics companies. The consequence of this phenomenon is a large increase in the number of kilometers 
traveled by trucks and delivery vehicles to reach their destinations. In view of this problem, parcel service 
companies are always looking for the optimum point between the locations of their terminals and their 
cost of transport. 
Urban deliveries, which by their nature are mostly all done by road, represent an activity which 
generates a large amount of light duty vehicle traffic. The kilometers traveled by these vehicles serving 
the city of Paris increase as the jobs and logistics locations become more spread out.  This phenomenon, 
if neglected, will eventually be very costly for the city of Paris in terms of environmental impact. It is 
therefore necessary to find a balance between profitability and environmental efficiency for parcel service 
transport in Paris. 
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1.2. Methodology 
We have chosen two methodological approaches: 
x The first approach is to gather general data on the principal clients of parcel service and their evolving 
locations. For that, we have carried out: 
○ a detailed literature search, notably a study of the publications which are concerned with productive 
activities in the Ile-de-France Region, and the results of several studies which were conducted on 
road freight transport companies: 1) Survey of the Activities of Transport Enterprises, or AET 
2008; 2) Annual Survey on the Use of Road Freight Transport Vehicles (TRM); 3) Annual 
Enterprise Survey (Enquête annuelle d’entreprise, EAE). 
○ A study of the various data bases of INSEE, the French national statistics administration: the census 
of population, the nomenclature for French jobs, and the data base Corine Land Cover on land 
occupation and use. 
This first approach has allowed us to classify the main categories of potential parcel service clients. 
x The second approach consisted of working on a case study of a particular parcel service company: 
Sernam. To undertake this case study, we have consulted Sernam’s archives and used additional 
information obtained from interviews with the heads of the company. 
2. The main clients of parcel service companies 
Parcel transport and delivery service is a business which offers a transport service to its clients. 
Actually, parcel service companies do not propose transport between a point of departure A and a point of 
arrival B, achieved in a single trip. The service consists of a group of trips achieved between a shipper 
and a consignee. In general, this service is not accomplished in one trip: it has at least one interruption of 
its load, which happens at the level of the sorting centers, which we call parcel service terminals. 
It is for this reason that the location of these terminals plays an important role in the organization of 
transport. The quality of service delivered to clients, which is a function of adherence to advertised pick-
up and delivery schedules, depends on the efficiency of this organization.  
Before identifying and describing the main clients of parcel service, let us see first how the parcel 
service task is achieved. A shipper calls a parcel service company. They can decide to ask either for a 
merchandise pick-up at home, or they can deposit the goods at the parcel service terminal. In general, the 
shipper opts for the first choice: the pick-up.  
We call this shipper the “expeditor client”. Once the merchandise is picked up by the parcel service 
company, it will be sorted with the other merchandise which has arrived at the parcel service terminal, 
keeping in mind its delivery in the vicinity of the shipper-designated consignee. It is the client of the 
expeditor client that we call the “consignee client”. In the administrative documents, the transport 
contract is between the parcel service company and the expeditor client. There is therefore no contractual 
link between the parcel service company and the consignee client. 
Still, it is the consignee client who will judge the service quality achieved by the parcel service 
company when the goods are delivered.  
Recently, a survey on the activities of transport companies (AET survey 2008) was completed; it 
allowed the identification of the main clientele of freight transport companies. More than half (57%) of 
the companies in the freight and logistics sector (including parcel services), work principally for trade and 
retail: industry arrives in 2nd place with 28% [6]. 
Concerning parcel service and express freight, one will note first of all that they have a large variety of 
clients. This is due to the fact that 42% of the parcel service companies do not have a principal client. We 
observe nevertheless that 41% of the parcel service companies work mainly for trade and retail and 17% 
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of them work for industry. This AET survey does not distinguish between the expeditor clients and the 
consignee clients. 
An analysis of the ECHO 2004 survey (a shippers’ survey on transport practices conducted by 
IFSTTAR [7]) showed that industry is the business sector that brings together the largest number of 
shipper establishments. This is true regardless of the size of the city, but the industry percentage is higher 
in cities with less than 100,000 people: industry represents 58% of the shipping companies located in 
these communities. This figure decreases when the population density increases: it is 53% in the cities 
with more than 100,000 people and only 40% in Paris. This decrease in the proportion of shippers which 
are industrial can explain the locations of the industrial installations. Behind industry, trade represents 
34% of the shipper enterprises situated in the towns of less than 100,000 people, but its percentage 
increases with the population density [8]. 
The trade sector is responsible for 61% of the annual shipments, whereas 21% of the annual shipments 
are from the industrial sector [9]. 
Concerning the consignees, first there are the service activities. This sector represents 23% of the 
consignees. This percentage is higher (47%) for Paris. The other main consignees are: professionals, 
crafts and artisans (22.5%); industry and buildings and public works (17%); large retail and distance 
shopping (14%); bulk trade (14.5%); and private homes, with only 9% [9].  The consignees, then, are 
varied but are predominantly in the service industry, notably in Paris.  
In the following discussion, we are going to consider the main shipper clients of parcel service, which 
are trade and industry, and the main consignees in Paris, which are the services. 
3. Location strategies 
To understand the links between the parcel service companies’ locations and those of their clients, we 
have conducted a historical analysis of the locations of the sectors that are generally heavier clients of 
parcel service companies. 
3.1. The location of shipper clients 
We have seen before that commerce and industry are the main shipper clients for parcel service 
shipments. To analyze the evolution of these activities, we have used information from the CORINE Land 
Cover data base, which inventories land uses. This data base permitted us to map the industrial and 
commercial zones (code 121) present in Ile-de-France in 2006. We have also used the major logistics 
areas identified by Eurosiris [10], as part of a study of the Ile-de-France warehouse geography analysis. 
On the map below (Fig. 1), we notice two things: 1) the parcel service companies follow the locational 
behavior of the logistics industry in the Ile-de-France: 90% of the parcel service terminals are situated in 
the major Ile-de-France logistics areas. 2) the major logistics areas encompass the majority of the 
industrial and commercial zones in the region. 
These two observations are relevant for two reasons. On the one hand, logistics is encouraged to locate 
in industrial and commercial zones reserved for local communities if sufficient space is available. On the 
other hand, it is advantageous for the logistics industry to locate near these productive businesses, carriers 
of freight. 
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Fig. 1. Parcel service terminals, and industrial and commercial zones in the Paris region. 
3.2. The site location of consignee clients 
In the last few years, we have seen contrasting evolutions in the choice of locations of the various 
economic sectors. Heavy industry has been losing many more of its jobs in big cities than in small ones. 
Large retail, or big box stores, are being built more in the provinces than in Ile-de-France. Jobs in public 
administrations have greatly increased, and at all levels of governments, except in Ile-de-France [11]. 
By examining census data, we notice that the city of Paris has been losing its manufacturing jobs to the 
benefit of tertiary and service jobs. 
 The maps below show two things: the service industries and the small retail stores have both 
experienced a sprawl phenomenon, but their degree of sprawl is not the same. 
On the one hand, small retail stores have followed the relocation of the industries and the large retail 
firms. Karamychev et. al. [12] have shown that the location strategies of industries contribute to the 
sprawl of small stores. 
On the other hand, the service businesses are still very concentrated in the dense zones, notably in the 
city of Paris: the capital city represents 38% of the service businesses in the Ile-de-France Region. The 
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predominance of these businesses in Paris implies that the deliveries, as opposed to the pick-ups, continue 
to be important there. According to a former director of a large parcel service company, “Paris is a big 
consumer” resulting in many deliveries and a low level of pick-ups. Because the parcel service terminals 
have moved farther away from Paris over the past 30 years [4] they are no longer close to the consumers. 
Storekeepers, small businesspeople (professionals and artisans) and individual households are also the 
main receivers of parcel shipments. It would be impossible to study the evolution of so many consignees 
in a very detailed manner.  To continue the analysis of the links between parcel service locations and their 
receiver clients, we are limiting ourselves to the grocery and retailing sector (large supermarkets). 
To do that, we have identified the main brand-name supermarkets in Ile-de-France (Source: 
supermarche.com consulted on January 27, 2011). Fig. 2 below shows that the supermarkets are very 
dispersed throughout the Paris region. This is easily explained by their desire to serve the population, 
which is also dispersed due to urban sprawl. And even though the parcel service terminals have sprawled, 
they have more of a tendency to concentrate in specific zones and do not follow this scattered logic of 
supermarket locations. 
 
Fig. 2. Location of parcel service terminals and their principal consignees in the Paris region 
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3.3. The location of  parcel service terminals: Links with the locations of their clients 
Concerning logistics, two strategies are particularly significant. One is the concentration of production 
sites and storage and flexible production techniques [13]. The logistics sites have a tendency to 
concentrate in metropolitan areas. It is there that they find their main clients and that the transport 
infrastructures are powerful and growing [14]. 
In theory, parcel companies do not choose to locate themselves as close as possible to their final 
consumers, such as services and small businesses. And although the parcel service can be considered a 
“banal activity” in the sense of Beguin’s definition [15] because it furnishes a good directly to the final 
consumer, and although it would seem natural for parcel service terminals to locate near their final 
consignees, the parcel service companies have favored direct contact with their expeditor clients. 
This is due to the fact that pick-ups from the expeditor clients are generally achieved by the parcel 
service companies themselves. To optimize their transport cost, it is the location of shippers that they take 
into consideration in their location strategy and in their logistics organization. Their deliveries, notably 
the deliveries achieved with light commercial vehicles, are generally sub-contracted. The parcel service 
companies subcontract these deliveries when the density of consignees is too high [16]. The transport 
costs linked to the travel distances are thus absorbed by the subcontractors. 
4. Case study 
To better explain the relationship between a parcel service company and its clients, we have studied a 
particular case of a parcel service company: Sernam Incorporated was created in 1970 by SNCF (Société 
Nationale des Chemins de Fer, or the French National Railway) to provide parcel service. 
It is interesting to note that parcel service, in France, has a historic link to the rail mode. Indeed, the 
first parcel service used the rail system for their assembling.  Near the end of the 1960’s, the efficiency of 
the highway gave birth to new generations of parcel service operators using only highways for their 
freight consolidation. The success of new parcel service companies next to highway networks inspired the 
former rail freight consolidators to abandon, little by little, the use of the train. SNCF thus saw its freight 
traffic diminish. This is one of the reasons why SNCF created Sernam. Sernam continued to consolidate 
its freight by rail and, at the same time, to take traffic from other freight consolidators. But the strategy of 
Sernam did not succeed and Sernam, Inc. also started using the highway beginning in the 1980’s. 
Sernam established their first sorting centers in railway stations, situated generally in city centers and 
notably in Paris and in the inner suburbs, where Sernam counted 13 sorting centers in 1981 (Fig. 3 
below). In the Paris region, Sernam counted 19 sorting centers in 1981[17]. 
The Paris sorting centers in the railway stations were one of the important attributes of Sernam, 
because these permitted Sernam to be near their clients: industry and small businesses, very present in 
Paris and in the inner suburbs at that time. Indeed, Sernam’s clients affirm that they are sensitive to the 
human relations and to the proximity of the firms they do business with [18].  
However, the industry has gradually relocated to the outer Paris suburbs, and Sernam understood that 
it had to reorganize its network of terminals to keep its proximity advantage. A former president and 
general director of the corporation affirmed during an interview conducted in 2003 that the terminals in 
the city center were no longer advantageous because, although the city is fine for individuals who want to 
leave off their packages, it is bad for serving industrial clients [18]. 
Sernam then underwent an important change in its administration: the corporation became a private 
company in 2005. This event had definite impacts on the company’s policies and strategies. Presently, 
Sernam has only three terminals in Ile-de-France (Fig. 3 below): a terminal at Trappes, situated in a 
former railway station for sorting which is one of the most important rail centers in France and at the 
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heart of the industrial zone; a terminal at Garonor (Aulnay-sous-Bois), situated on a site initially created 
for transport and then become a logistics platform and an important commercial zone; and a terminal at 
Valenton, a site with railroad tracks but more accessible to trucks compared with former sites situated in 
Paris railway stations. 
 
Fig. 3. Evolution of Sernam terminals’ location 
Discussion. Logistics activities generally search to locate near their customers. This is particularly true 
for big retail’s logistics facilities for which the centroid of the stores to be served is the ideal location for a 
distribution centre [19]. 
This is not really the case for parcel transport activity. Indeed, the construction of the parcel transport 
terminals’ network is characterized by a mesh of the territory to be served. This mesh can cover all 
customers who are geographically dispersed in the territory. 
In the Ile-de-France region, there are eight departments. To get a good mesh network, a parcel 
transport company should have at least one terminal per department. 
In our case study, the Sernam does not have a mesh network because this company only has 3 
terminals throughout the Ile-de-France region. For this reason it is more beneficial for this company to 
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locate their terminals near industrial and commercial areas that concentrate a maximum of shipper and 
consignee customers. 
The last thirty years, industrial and commercial areas have grown substantially in the outer suburbs of 
the Ile-de-France region following the relocation of industry that began in the 1980s. This phenomenon 
coincides with the sprawling of parcel transport terminals to the outer suburbs. But in reality, these two 
phenomena are not directly linked. 
Delivering the city remains a critical issue for urban planning. For even if the parcel transport 
terminals are located near industrial and commercial areas which concentrate their principal shipper 
customers, other customers (shippers and consignees mostly) are still found in large numbers in dense 
cities. So, the need to preserve urban distribution centres dedicated to the activity of urban delivery in the 
dense areas or close to the dense areas is necessary. 
5. Conclusion 
Parcel transport service has a very diverse clientele (shippers), nevertheless dominated by two large 
categories: trade and industry. Industry, a sector strongly present in the Paris region in the 1970’s and 
1980’s, now finds itself located very far from the dense urban zones. This industrial sprawl began way 
before parcel service companies left the most urban areas. Later, parcel service companies understood 
that being in proximity to industries could be an important competitive advantage. They thus favored to 
locate their terminals closer to their shipper clients, to the detriment of their client consignees who remain 
the majority in the dense zones.  
In our case, Sernam, a historic transport company strongly linked to the rail mode, had access to 
several sorting centers in Paris railway stations. These urban centers are strategic points which are very 
advantageous for delivering in Paris. Nevertheless, the company chose, between 1990 and 2000, to leave 
the railway stations and to locate in the industrial zones and business parks which are found in Paris’s 
inner and outer suburbs. 
The location strategy of parcel service companies results from the combination of several factors: 
technical, organizational, commercial, and economic to name some of them. This work shows the 
importance attributed by parcel service companies to their clients. The image that parcel service 
companies bring to their customers plays an important role in this very focused market. 
The sprawling of Paris’s economic activity has increased, necessitating the development of new 
commercial zones in the outer suburbs, on land very distant from the city center. This phenomenon has 
then been accompanied by the multiplication of logistics installations in these outer geographic zones. 
Delivery in Paris itself continues to be important: in 2006, the city of Paris still represented one-third 
of the jobs in the Paris region. The deconsolidation of the packages destined for the capital city therefore 
should, in principle, take place as close to Paris as possible. But the operating cost for freight terminals in 
Paris, which is 40% more expensive than in other French cities [20], notably because real estate costs are 
very high, caused the parcel service businesses to distance themselves from the city of Paris. The 
transport cost which results from the parcel service companies being far outside Paris is still low 
compared with the operating cost of a parcel service terminal located in, or close to, Paris. The present 
location of parcel service terminals can thus be considered satisfying for parcel service businesses in 
terms of their costs. Looking at the environmental cost, however, may change the deal. 
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